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: Use habit stacking: “After [CURRENT HABIT], | will [NEW HABIT].” 
: Design your environment. Make the cues of good habits obvious and visible. 


The 2nd Law:Make It Attractive 


: Use temptation bundling. Pair an action you want to do with an action you need to do. 
: Join a culture where your desired behavior is the normal behavior. 
: Create a motivation ritual. Do something you enjoy immediately before a difficult habit. 


The 3rd Law: Make It Easy 


: Reduce friction. Decrease the number of steps between you and your good habits. 
: Prime the environment. Prepare your environment to make future actions easier. 
: Master the decisive moment. Optimize the small choices that deliver outsized impact. 


: Use the Two-Minute Rule. Downscale your habits until they can be done in two 
minutes or less. 


: Automate your habits. Invest in technology and onetime purchases that lock in future 
behavior. 


The 4th Law: Make It Satisfying 


: Use reinforcement. Give yourself an immediate reward when you complete your habit. 


: Make “doing nothing” enjoyable. When avoiding a bad habit, design a way to see the 
benefits. 


: Use a habit tracker. Keep track of your habit streak and “don’t break the chain.” 


: Never miss twice. When you forget to do a habit, make sure you get back on track 
immediately. 


HOW TO BREAK A BAD HABIT 


Inversion of the 1st Law: Make It Invisible 


1.5: Reduce exposure. Remove the cues of your bad habits from your environment. 


Inversion of the 2nd Law: Make It Unattractive 


2.4: Reframe your mind-set. Highlight the benefits of avoiding your bad habits. 


Inversion of the 3rd Law: Make It Difficult 


3.6: Increase friction. Increase the number of steps between you and your bad habits. 
3.7: Use a commitment device. Restrict your future choices to the ones that benefit you. 


Inversion of the 4th Law: Make It Unsatisfying 


4.5: Get an accountability partner. Ask someone to watch your behavior. 
4.6: Create a habit contract. Make the costs of your bad habits public and painful. 


You can download a printable version of this habits cheat sheet at: atomichabits.com/cheatsheet 
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How to Go from Being Merely Good to 
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The Truth About Talent (When Genes 
Matter and When They Don't) 


M ANY PEOPLE ARE familiar with Michael Phelps, who is widely 
considered to be one of the greatest athletes in history. Phelps has won 
more Olympic medals not only than any swimmer but also more than any 
Olympian in any sport. 

Fewer people know the name Hicham El Guerrouj, but he was a 
fantastic athlete in his own right. El Guerrouj is a Moroccan runner who 
holds two Olympic gold medals and is one of the greatest middle-distance 
runners of all time. For many years, he held the world record in the mile, 
1,500-meter, and 2,000-meter races. At the Olympic Games in Athens, 
Greece, in 2004, he won gold in the 1,500-meter and 5,000-meter races. 

These two athletes are wildly different in many ways. (For starters, one 
competed on land and the other in water.) But most notably, they differ 
significantly in height. El Guerrouj is five feet, nine inches tall. Phelps is 
six feet, four inches tall. Despite this seven-inch difference in height, the 
two men are identical in one respect: Michael Phelps and Hicham El 
Guerrouj wear the same length inseam on their pants. 

How is this possible? Phelps has relatively short legs for his height and a 
very long torso, the perfect build for swimming. El Guerrouj has incredibly 
long legs and a short upper body, an ideal frame for distance running. 

Now, imagine if these world-class athletes were to switch sports. Given 
his remarkable athleticism, could Michael Phelps become an Olympic- 


caliber distance runner with enough training? It’s unlikely. At peak fitness, 
Phelps weighed 194 pounds, which is 40 percent heavier than El Guerrouj, 
who competed at an ultralight 138 pounds. Taller runners are heavier 
runners, and every extra pound is a curse when it comes to distance 
running. Against elite competition, Phelps would be doomed from the start. 

Similarly, El Guerrouj might be one of the best runners in history, but it’s 
doubtful he would ever qualify for the Olympics as a swimmer. Since 1976, 
the average height of Olympic gold medalists in the men’s 1,500-meter run 
is five feet, ten inches. In comparison, the average height of Olympic gold 
medalists in the men’s 100-meter freestyle swim is six feet, four inches. 
Swimmers tend to be tall and have long backs and arms, which are ideal for 
pulling through the water. El Guerrouj would be at a severe disadvantage 
before he ever touched the pool. 

The secret to maximizing your odds of success is to choose the right 
field of competition. This is just as true with habit change as it is with 
sports and business. Habits are easier to perform, and more satisfying to 
stick with, when they align with your natural inclinations and abilities. Like 
Michael Phelps in the pool or Hicham El Guerrouj on the track, you want to 
play a game where the odds are in your favor. 

Embracing this strategy requires the acceptance of the simple truth that 
people are born with different abilities. Some people don’t like to discuss 
this fact. On the surface, your genes seem to be fixed, and it’s no fun to talk 
about things you cannot control. Plus, phrases like biological determinism 
makes it sound like certain individuals are destined for success and others 
doomed to failure. But this is a shortsighted view of the influence of genes 
on behavior. 

The strength of genetics is also their weakness. Genes cannot be easily 
changed, which means they provide a powerful advantage in favorable 
circumstances and a serious disadvantage in unfavorable circumstances. If 
you want to dunk a basketball, being seven feet tall is very useful. If you 
want to perform a gymnastics routine, being seven feet tall is a great 
hindrance. Our environment determines the suitability of our genes and the 
utility of our natural talents. When our environment changes, so do the 
qualities that determine success. 

This is true not just for physical characteristics but for mental ones as 
well. I’m smart if you ask me about habits and human behavior; not so 


much when it comes to knitting, rocket propulsion, or guitar chords. 
Competence is highly dependent on context. 

The people at the top of any competitive field are not only well trained, 
they are also well suited to the task. And this is why, if you want to be truly 
great, selecting the right place to focus is crucial. 

In short: genes do not determine your destiny. They determine your areas 
of opportunity. As physician Gabor Mate notes, “Genes can predispose, but 
they don’t predetermine.” The areas where you are genetically predisposed 
to success are the areas where habits are more likely to be satisfying. The 
key is to direct your effort toward areas that both excite you and match your 
natural skills, to align your ambition with your ability. 

The obvious question is, “How do I figure out where the odds are in my 
favor? How do I identify the opportunities and habits that are right for me?” 
The first place we will look for an answer is by understanding your 
personality. 


HOW YOUR PERSONALITY INFLUENCES YOUR HABITS 


Your genes are operating beneath the surface of every habit. Indeed, 
beneath the surface of every behavior. Genes have been shown to influence 
everything from the number of hours you spend watching television to your 
likelihood to marry or divorce to your tendency to get addicted to drugs, 
alcohol, or nicotine. There’s a strong genetic component to how obedient or 
rebellious you are when facing authority, how vulnerable or resistant you 
are to stressful events, how proactive or reactive you tend to be, and even 
how captivated or bored you feel during sensory experiences like attending 
a concert. As Robert Plomin, a behavioral geneticist at King’s College in 
London, told me, “It is now at the point where we have stopped testing to 
see if traits have a genetic component because we literally can’t find a 
single one that isn’t influenced by our genes.” 

Bundled together, your unique cluster of genetic traits predispose you to 
a particular personality. Your personality is the set of characteristics that is 
consistent from situation to situation. The most proven scientific analysis of 
personality traits is known as the “Big Five,” which breaks them down into 
five spectrums of behavior. 


1. Openness to experience: from curious and inventive on one end to 
cautious and consistent on the other. 

2. Conscientiousness: organized and efficient to easygoing and 
spontaneous. 

3. Extroversion: outgoing and energetic to solitary and reserved (you 
likely know them as extroverts vs. introverts). 

4. Agreeableness: friendly and compassionate to challenging and 
detached. 

5. Neuroticism: anxious and sensitive to confident, calm, and stable. 


All five characteristics have biological underpinnings. Extroversion, for 
instance, can be tracked from birth. If scientists play a loud noise in the 
nursing ward, some babies turn toward it while others turn away. When the 
researchers tracked these children through life, they found that the babies 
who turned toward the noise were more likely to grow up to be extroverts. 
Those who turned away were more likely to become introverts. 

People who are high in agreeableness are kind, considerate, and warm. 
They also tend to have higher natural oxytocin levels, a hormone that plays 
an important role in social bonding, increases feelings of trust, and can act 
as a natural antidepressant. You can easily imagine how someone with more 
oxytocin might be inclined to build habits like writing thank-you notes or 
organizing social events. 

As a third example, consider neuroticism, which is a personality trait all 
people possess to various degrees. People who are high in neuroticism tend 
to be anxious and worry more than others. This trait has been linked to 
hypersensitivity of the amygdala, the portion of the brain responsible for 
noticing threats. In other words, people who are more sensitive to negative 
cues in their environment are more likely to score high in neuroticism. 

Our habits are not solely determined by our personalities, but there is no 
doubt that our genes nudge us in a certain direction. Our deeply rooted 
preferences make certain behaviors easier for some people than for others. 
You don’t have to apologize for these differences or feel guilty about them, 
but you do have to work with them. A person who scores lower on 
conscientiousness, for example, will be less likely to be orderly by nature 
and may need to rely more heavily on environment design to stick with 


good habits. (As a reminder for the less conscientious readers among us, 
environment design is a strategy we discussed in Chapters 6 and 12.) 

The takeaway is that you should build habits that work for your 
personality.* People can get ripped working out like a bodybuilder, but if 
you prefer rock climbing or cycling or rowing, then shape your exercise 
habit around your interests. If your friend follows a low-carb diet but you 
find that low-fat works for you, then more power to you. If you want to read 
more, don’t be embarrassed if you prefer steamy romance novels over 
nonfiction. Read whatever fascinates you.* You don’t have to build the 
habits everyone tells you to build. Choose the habit that best suits you, not 
the one that is most popular. 

There is a version of every habit that can bring you joy and satisfaction. 
Find it. Habits need to be enjoyable if they are going to stick. This is the 
core idea behind the 4th Law. 

Tailoring your habits to your personality is a good start, but this is not 
the end of the story. Let’s turn our attention to finding and designing 
situations where you’re at a natural advantage. 


HOW TO FIND A GAME WHERE THE ODDS ARE IN YOUR 
FAVOR 


Learning to play a game where the odds are in your favor is critical for 
maintaining motivation and feeling successful. In theory, you can enjoy 
almost anything. In practice, you are more likely to enjoy the things that 
come easily to you. People who are talented in a particular area tend to be 
more competent at that task and are then praised for doing a good job. They 
stay energized because they are making progress where others have failed, 
and because they get rewarded with better pay and bigger opportunities, 
which not only makes them happier but also propels them to produce even 
higher-quality work. It’s a virtuous cycle. 

Pick the right habit and progress is easy. Pick the wrong habit and life is 
a struggle. 

How do you pick the right habit? The first step is something we covered 
in the 3rd Law: make it easy. In many cases, when people pick the wrong 
habit, it simply means they picked a habit that was too difficult. When a 


habit is easy, you are more likely to be successful. When you are successful, 
you are more likely to feel satisfied. However, there is another level to 
consider. In the long-run, if you continue to advance and improve, any area 
can become challenging. At some point, you need to make sure you’re 
playing the right game for your skillset. How do you figure that out? 

The most common approach is trial and error. Of course, there’s a 
problem with this strategy: life is short. You don’t have time to try every 
career, date every eligible bachelor, or play every musical instrument. 
Thankfully, there is an effective way to manage this conundrum, and it is 
known as the explore/exploit trade-off. 

In the beginning of a new activity, there should be a period of 
exploration. In relationships, it’s called dating. In college, it’s called the 
liberal arts. In business, it’s called split testing. The goal is to try out many 
possibilities, research a broad range of ideas, and cast a wide net. 

After this initial period of exploration, shift your focus to the best 
solution you’ve found—but keep experimenting occasionally. The proper 
balance depends on whether you’re winning or losing. If you are currently 
winning, you exploit, exploit, exploit. If you are currently losing, you 
continue to explore, explore, explore. 

In the long-run it is probably most effective to work on the strategy that 
seems to deliver the best results about 80 to 90 percent of the time and keep 
exploring with the remaining 10 to 20 percent. Google famously asks 
employees to spend 80 percent of the workweek on their official job and 20 
percent on projects of their choice, which has led to the creation of 
blockbuster products like AdWords and Gmail. 

The optimal approach also depends on how much time you have. If you 
have a lot of time—like someone at the beginning of their career—it makes 
more sense to explore because once you find the right thing, you still have a 
good amount of time to exploit it. If you’re pressed for time—say, as you 
come up on the deadline for a project—you should implement the best 
solution you’ve found so far and get some results. 

As you explore different options, there are a series of questions you can 
ask yourself to continually narrow in on the habits and areas that will be 
most satisfying to you: 


What feels like fun to me, but work to others? The mark of whether 
you are made for a task is not whether you love it but whether you can 
handle the pain of the task easier than most people. When are you 
enjoying yourself while other people are complaining? The work that 
hurts you less than it hurts others is the work you were made to do. 


What makes me lose track of time? Flow is the mental state you 
enter when you are so focused on the task at hand that the rest of the 
world fades away. This blend of happiness and peak performance is 
what athletes and performers experience when they are “in the zone.” 
It is nearly impossible to experience a flow state and not find the task 
satisfying at least to some degree. 


Where do I get greater returns than the average person? We are 
continually comparing ourselves to those around us, and a behavior is 
more likely to be satisfying when the comparison is in our favor. 
When I started writing at jamesclear.com, my email list grew very 
quickly. I wasn’t quite sure what I was doing well, but I knew that 
results seemed to be coming faster for me than for some of my 
colleagues, which motivated me to keep writing. 


What comes naturally to me? For just a moment, ignore what you 
have been taught. Ignore what society has told you. Ignore what others 
expect of you. Look inside yourself and ask, “What feels natural to 
me? When have I felt alive? When have I felt like the real me?” No 
internal judgments or people-pleasing. No second-guessing or self- 
criticism. Just feelings of engagement and enjoyment. Whenever you 
feel authentic and genuine, you are headed in the right direction. 


To be honest, some of this process is just luck. Michael Phelps and 
Hicham El Guerrouj were lucky to be born with a rare set of abilities that 
are highly valued by society and to be placed in the ideal environment for 
those abilities. We all have limited time on this planet, and the truly great 


among us are the ones who not only work hard but also have the good 
fortune to be exposed to opportunities that favor us. 

But what if you don’t want to leave it up to luck? 

If you can’t find a game where the odds are stacked in your favor, create 
one. Scott Adams, the cartoonist behind Dilbert, says, “Everyone has at 
least a few areas in which they could be in the top 25% with some effort. In 
my case, I can draw better than most people, but I’m hardly an artist. And 
I’m not any funnier than the average standup comedian who never makes it 
big, but I’m funnier than most people. The magic is that few people can 
draw well and write jokes. It’s the combination of the two that makes what I 
do so rare. And when you add in my business background, suddenly I had a 
topic that few cartoonists could hope to understand without living it.” 

When you can’t win by being better, you can win by being different. By 
combining your skills, you reduce the level of competition, which makes it 
easier to stand out. You can shortcut the need for a genetic advantage (or for 
years of practice) by rewriting the rules. A good player works hard to win 
the game everyone else is playing. A great player creates a new game that 
favors their strengths and avoids their weaknesses. 

In college, I designed my own major, biomechanics, which was a 
combination of physics, chemistry, biology, and anatomy. I wasn’t smart 
enough to stand out among the top physics or biology majors, so I created 
my own game. And because it suited me—I was only taking the courses I 
was interested in—studying felt like less of a chore. It was also easier to 
avoid the trap of comparing myself to everyone else. After all, nobody else 
was taking the same combination of classes, so who could say if they were 
better or worse? 

Specialization is a powerful way to overcome the “accident” of bad 
genetics. The more you master a specific skill, the harder it becomes for 
others to compete with you. Many bodybuilders are stronger than the 
average arm wrestler, but even a massive bodybuilder may lose at arm 
wrestling because the arm wrestling champ has very specific strength. Even 
if you’re not the most naturally gifted, you can often win by being the best 
in a very narrow category. 

Boiling water will soften a potato but harden an egg. You can’t control 
whether you’re a potato or an egg, but you can decide to play a game where 
it’s better to be hard or soft. If you can find a more favorable environment, 


you can transform the situation from one where the odds are against you to 
one where they are in your favor. 


HOW TO GET THE MOST OUT OF YOUR GENES 


Our genes do not eliminate the need for hard work. They clarify it. They tell 
us what to work hard on. Once we realize our strengths, we know where to 
spend our time and energy. We know which types of opportunities to look 
for and which types of challenges to avoid. The better we understand our 
nature, the better our strategy can be. 

Biological differences matter. Even so, it’s more productive to focus on 
whether you are fulfilling your own potential than comparing yourself to 
someone else. The fact that you have a natural limit to any specific ability 
has nothing to do with whether you are reaching the ceiling of your 
capabilities. People get so caught up in the fact that they have limits that 
they rarely exert the effort required to get close to them. 

Furthermore, genes can’t make you successful if you’re not doing the 
work. Yes, it’s possible that the ripped trainer at the gym has better genes, 
but if you haven’t put in the same reps, it’s impossible to say if you have 
been dealt a better or worse genetic hand. Until you work as hard as those 
you admire, don’t explain away their success as luck. 

In summary, one of the best ways to ensure your habits remain satisfying 
over the long-run is to pick behaviors that align with your personality and 
skills. Work hard on the things that come easy. 


Chapter Summary 


= The secret to maximizing your odds of success is to choose the right 
field of competition. 

= Pick the right habit and progress is easy. Pick the wrong habit and life 
is a Struggle. 

= Genes cannot be easily changed, which means they provide a powerful 
advantage in favorable circumstances and a serious disadvantage in 
unfavorable circumstances. 


= Habits are easier when they align with your natural abilities. Choose 
the habits that best suit you. 

= Play a game that favors your strengths. If you can’t find a game that 
favors you, create one. 

= Genes do not eliminate the need for hard work. They clarify it. They 
tell us what to work hard on. 
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The Goldilocks Rule: How to Stay 
Motivated in Life and Work 


I N 1955, Disneyland had just opened in Anaheim, California, when a ten- 
year-old boy walked in and asked for a job. Labor laws were loose back 
then and the boy managed to land a position selling guidebooks for $0.50 
apiece. 

Within a year, he had transitioned to Disney’s magic shop, where he 
learned tricks from the older employees. He experimented with jokes and 
tried out simple routines on visitors. Soon he discovered that what he loved 
was not performing magic but performing in general. He set his sights on 
becoming a comedian. 

Beginning in his teenage years, he started performing in little clubs 
around Los Angeles. The crowds were small and his act was short. He was 
rarely on stage for more than five minutes. Most of the people in the crowd 
were too busy drinking or talking with friends to pay attention. One night, 
he literally delivered his stand-up routine to an empty club. 

It wasn’t glamorous work, but there was no doubt he was getting better. 
His first routines would only last one or two minutes. By high school, his 
material had expanded to include a five-minute act and, a few years later, a 
ten-minute show. At nineteen, he was performing weekly for twenty 
minutes at a time. He had to read three poems during the show just to make 
the routine long enough, but his skills continued to progress. 


He spent another decade experimenting, adjusting, and practicing. He 
took a job as a television writer and, gradually, he was able to land his own 
appearances on talk shows. By the mid-1970s, he had worked his way into 
being a regular guest on The Tonight Show and Saturday Night Live. 

Finally, after nearly fifteen years of work, the young man rose to fame. 
He toured sixty cities in sixty-three days. Then seventy-two cities in eighty 
days. Then eighty-five cities in ninety days. He had 18,695 people attend 
one show in Ohio. Another 45,000 tickets were sold for his three-day show 
in New York. He catapulted to the top of his genre and became one of the 
most successful comedians of his time. 

His name is Steve Martin. 

Martin’s story offers a fascinating perspective on what it takes to stick 
with habits for the long run. Comedy is not for the timid. It is hard to 
imagine a situation that would strike fear into the hearts of more people 
than performing alone on stage and failing to get a single laugh. And yet 
Steve Martin faced this fear every week for eighteen years. In his words, 
“10 years spent learning, 4 years spent refining, and 4 years as a wild 
success.” 

Why is it that some people, like Martin, stick with their habits—whether 
practicing jokes or drawing cartoons or playing guitar—while most of us 
struggle to stay motivated? How do we design habits that pull us in rather 
than ones that fade away? Scientists have been studying this question for 
many years. While there is still much to learn, one of the most consistent 
findings is that the way to maintain motivation and achieve peak levels of 
desire is to work on tasks of “just manageable difficulty.” 

The human brain loves a challenge, but only if it is within an optimal 
zone of difficulty. If you love tennis and try to play a serious match against 
a four-year-old, you will quickly become bored. It’s too easy. You’!l win 
every point. In contrast, if you play a professional tennis player like Roger 
Federer or Serena Williams, you will quickly lose motivation because the 
match is too difficult. 

Now consider playing tennis against someone who is your equal. As the 
game progresses, you win a few points and you lose a few. You have a good 
chance of winning, but only if you really try. Your focus narrows, 
distractions fade away, and you find yourself fully invested in the task at 


hand. This is a challenge of just manageable difficulty and it is a prime 
example of the Goldilocks Rule. 

The Goldilocks Rule states that humans experience peak motivation 
when working on tasks that are right on the edge of their current abilities. 
Not too hard. Not too easy. Just right. 


THE GOLDILOCKS RULE 
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FIGURE 15: Maximum motivation occurs when facing a challenge of just 
manageable difficulty. In psychology research this is known as the 
Yerkes—Dodson law, which describes the optimal level of arousal as the 
midpoint between boredom and anxiety. 


Martin’s comedy career is an excellent example of the Goldilocks Rule 
in practice. Each year, he expanded his comedy routine—but only by a 
minute or two. He was always adding new material, but he also kept a few 


jokes that were guaranteed to get laughs. There were just enough victories 
to keep him motivated and just enough mistakes to keep him working hard. 

When you’re starting a new habit, it’s important to keep the behavior as 
easy as possible so you can stick with it even when conditions aren’t 
perfect. This is an idea we covered in detail while discussing the 3rd Law of 
Behavior Change. 

Once a habit has been established, however, it’s important to continue to 
advance in small ways. These little improvements and new challenges keep 
you engaged. And if you hit the Goldilocks Zone just right, you can achieve 
a flow state.* 

A flow state is the experience of being “in the zone” and fully immersed 
in an activity. Scientists have tried to quantify this feeling. They found that 
to achieve a state of flow, a task must be roughly 4 percent beyond your 
current ability. In real life it’s typically not feasible to quantify the difficulty 
of an action in this way, but the core idea of the Goldilocks Rule remains: 
working on challenges of just manageable difficulty—something on the 
perimeter of your ability—seems crucial for maintaining motivation. 

Improvement requires a delicate balance. You need to regularly search 
for challenges that push you to your edge while continuing to make enough 
progress to stay motivated. Behaviors need to remain novel in order for 
them to stay attractive and satisfying. Without variety, we get bored. And 
boredom is perhaps the greatest villain on the quest for self-improvement. 


HOW TO STAY FOCUSED WHEN YOU GET BORED WORKING 
ON YOUR GOALS 


After my baseball career ended, I was looking for a new sport. I joined a 
weightlifting team and one day an elite coach visited our gym. He had 
worked with thousands of athletes during his long career, including a few 
Olympians. I introduced myself and we began talking about the process of 
improvement. 

“What’s the difference between the best athletes and everyone else?” I 
asked. “What do the really successful people do that most don’t?” 

He mentioned the factors you might expect: genetics, luck, talent. But 
then he said something I wasn’t expecting: “At some point it comes down 


to who can handle the boredom of training every day, doing the same lifts 
over and over and over.” 

His answer surprised me because it’s a different way of thinking about 
work ethic. People talk about getting “amped up” to work on their goals. 
Whether it’s business or sports or art, you hear people say things like, “Tt all 
comes down to passion.” Or, “You have to really want it.” As a result, many 
of us get depressed when we lose focus or motivation because we think that 
successful people have some bottomless reserve of passion. But this coach 
was saying that really successful people feel the same lack of motivation as 
everyone else. The difference is that they still find a way to show up despite 
the feelings of boredom. 

Mastery requires practice. But the more you practice something, the 
more boring and routine it becomes. Once the beginner gains have been 
made and we learn what to expect, our interest starts to fade. Sometimes it 
happens even faster than that. All you have to do is hit the gym a few days 
in a row or publish a couple of blog posts on time and letting one day slip 
doesn’t feel like much. Things are going well. It’s easy to rationalize taking 
a day off because you’re in a good place. 

The greatest threat to success is not failure but boredom. We get bored 
with habits because they stop delighting us. The outcome becomes 
expected. And as our habits become ordinary, we start derailing our 
progress to seek novelty. Perhaps this is why we get caught up in a never- 
ending cycle, jumping from one workout to the next, one diet to the next, 
one business idea to the next. As soon as we experience the slightest dip in 
motivation, we begin seeking a new strategy—even if the old one was still 
working. As Machiavelli noted, “Men desire novelty to such an extent that 
those who are doing well wish for a change as much as those who are doing 
badly.” 

Perhaps this is why many of the most habit-forming products are those 
that provide continuous forms of novelty. Video games provide visual 
novelty. Porn provides sexual novelty. Junk foods provide culinary novelty. 
Each of these experiences offer continual elements of surprise. 

In psychology, this is known as a variable reward.* Slot machines are 
the most common real-world example. A gambler hits the jackpot every 
now and then but not at any predictable interval. The pace of rewards 


varies. This variance leads to the greatest spike of dopamine, enhances 
memory recall, and accelerates habit formation. 

Variable rewards won’t create a craving—that is, you can’t take a reward 
people are uninterested in, give it to them at a variable interval, and hope it 
will change their mind—but they are a powerful way to amplify the 
cravings we already experience because they reduce boredom. 

The sweet spot of desire occurs at a 50/50 split between success and 
failure. Half of the time you get what you want. Half of the time you don’t. 
You need just enough “winning” to experience satisfaction and just enough 
“wanting” to experience desire. This is one of the benefits of following the 
Goldilocks Rule. If you’re already interested in a habit, working on 
challenges of just manageable difficulty is a good way to keep things 
interesting. 

Of course, not all habits have a variable reward component, and you 
wouldn’t want them to. If Google only delivered a useful search result some 
of the time, I would switch to a competitor pretty quickly. If Uber only 
picked up half of my trips, I doubt I’d be using that service much longer. 
And if I flossed my teeth each night and only sometimes ended up with a 
clean mouth, I think I’d skip it. 

Variable rewards or not, no habit will stay interesting forever. At some 
point, everyone faces the same challenge on the journey of self- 
improvement: you have to fall in love with boredom. 

We all have goals that we would like to achieve and dreams that we 
would like to fulfill, but it doesn’t matter what you are trying to become 
better at, if you only do the work when it’s convenient or exciting, then 
you’ll never be consistent enough to achieve remarkable results. 

I can guarantee that if you manage to start a habit and keep sticking to it, 
there will be days when you feel like quitting. When you start a business, 
there will be days when you don’t feel like showing up. When you’re at the 
gym, there will be sets that you don’t feel like finishing. When it’s time to 
write, there will be days that you don’t feel like typing. But stepping up 
when it’s annoying or painful or draining to do so, that’s what makes the 
difference between a professional and an amateur. 

Professionals stick to the schedule; amateurs let life get in the way. 
Professionals know what is important to them and work toward it with 
purpose; amateurs get pulled off course by the urgencies of life. 


David Cain, an author and meditation teacher, encourages his students to 
avoid being “fair-weather meditators.” Similarly, you don’t want to be a 
fair-weather athlete or a fair-weather writer or a fair-weather anything. 
When a habit is truly important to you, you have to be willing to stick to it 
in any mood. Professionals take action even when the mood isn’t right. 
They might not enjoy it, but they find a way to put the reps in. 

There have been a lot of sets that I haven’t felt like finishing, but I’ve 
never regretted doing the workout. There have been a lot of articles I 
haven’t felt like writing, but I’ve never regretted publishing on schedule. 
There have been a lot of days I’ve felt like relaxing, but I’ve never regretted 
showing up and working on something that was important to me. 

The only way to become excellent is to be endlessly fascinated by doing 
the same thing over and over. You have to fall in love with boredom. 


Chapter Summary 


= The Goldilocks Rule states that humans experience peak motivation 
when working on tasks that are right on the edge of their current 
abilities. 

= The greatest threat to success is not failure but boredom. 

= As habits become routine, they become less interesting and less 
satisfying. We get bored. 

= Anyone can work hard when they feel motivated. It’s the ability to 
keep going when work isn’t exciting that makes the difference. 

= Professionals stick to the schedule; amateurs let life get in the way. 
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The Downside of Creating Good Habits 


H ABITS CREATE THE FOUNDATION FOR MASTERY. In chess, it is only after 
the basic movements of the pieces have become automatic that a 
player can focus on the next level of the game. Each chunk of information 
that is memorized opens up the mental space for more effortful thinking. 
This is true for any endeavor. When you know the simple movements so 
well that you can perform them without thinking, you are free to pay 
attention to more advanced details. In this way, habits are the backbone of 
any pursuit of excellence. 

However, the benefits of habits come at a cost. At first, each repetition 
develops fluency, speed, and skill. But then, as a habit becomes automatic, 
you become less sensitive to feedback. You fall into mindless repetition. It 
becomes easier to let mistakes slide. When you can do it “good enough” on 
autopilot, you stop thinking about how to do it better. 

The upside of habits is that we can do things without thinking. The 
downside of habits is that you get used to doing things a certain way and 
stop paying attention to little errors. You assume you’re getting better 
because you’re gaining experience. In reality, you are merely reinforcing 
your current habits—not improving them. In fact, some research has shown 
that once a skill has been mastered there is usually a slight decline in 
performance over time. 

Usually, this minor dip in performance is no cause for worry. You don’t 
need a system to continuously improve how well you brush your teeth or tie 


your shoes or make your morning cup of tea. With habits like these, good 
enough is usually good enough. The less energy you spend on trivial 
choices, the more you can spend it on what really matters. 

However, when you want to maximize your potential and achieve elite 
levels of performance, you need a more nuanced approach. You can’t repeat 
the same things blindly and expect to become exceptional. Habits are 
necessary, but not sufficient for mastery. What you need is a combination of 
automatic habits and deliberate practice. 


Habits + Deliberate Practice = Mastery 


To become great, certain skills do need to become automatic. Basketball 
players need to be able to dribble without thinking before they can move on 
to mastering layups with their nondominant hand. Surgeons need to repeat 
the first incision so many times that they could do it with their eyes closed, 
so that they can focus on the hundreds of variables that arise during surgery. 
But after one habit has been mastered, you have to return to the effortful 
part of the work and begin building the next habit. 

Mastery is the process of narrowing your focus to a tiny element of 
success, repeating it until you have internalized the skill, and then using this 
new habit as the foundation to advance to the next frontier of your 
development. Old tasks become easier the second time around, but it 
doesn’t get easier overall because now you’re pouring your energy into the 
next challenge. Each habit unlocks the next level of performance. It’s an 
endless cycle. 


MASTERING ONE HABIT 


AUTOMATICITY 


REPETITONS 


MASTERING A FIELD 


SKILL 


REPETITONS 


FIGURE 16: The process of mastery requires that you progressively layer 
improvements on top of one another, each habit building upon the last 
until a new level of performance has been reached and a higher range of 
skills has been internalized. 


Although habits are powerful, what you need is a way to remain 
conscious of your performance over time, so you can continue to refine and 
improve. It is precisely at the moment when you begin to feel like you have 
mastered a skill—right when things are starting to feel automatic and you 
are becoming comfortable—that you must avoid slipping into the trap of 
complacency. 

The solution? Establish a system for reflection and review. 


HOW TO REVIEW YOUR HABITS AND MAKE ADJUSTMENTS 


In 1986, the Los Angeles Lakers had one of the most talented basketball 
teams ever assembled, but they are rarely remembered that way. The team 
started the 1985—1986 NBA season with an astounding 29-5 record. “The 
pundits were saying that we might be the best team in the history of 
basketball,” head coach Pat Riley said after the season. Surprisingly, the 
Lakers stumbled in the 1986 playoffs and suffered a season-ending defeat in 
the Western Conference Finals. The “best team in the history of basketball” 
didn’t even play for the NBA championship. 

After that blow, Riley was tired of hearing about how much talent his 
players had and about how much promise his team held. He didn’t want to 
see flashes of brilliance followed by a gradual fade in performance. He 
wanted the Lakers to play up to their potential, night after night. In the 
summer of 1986, he created a plan to do exactly that, a system that he called 
the Career Best Effort program or CBE. 

“When players first join the Lakers,” Riley explained, “we track their 
basketball statistics all the way back to high school. I call this Taking Their 
Number. We look for an accurate gauge of what a player can do, then build 
him into our plan for the team, based on the notion that he will maintain and 
then improve upon his averages.” 

After determining a player’s baseline level of performance, Riley added 
a key step. He asked each player to “improve their output by at least 1 
percent over the course of the season. If they succeeded, it would be a CBE, 
or Career Best Effort.” Similar to the British Cycling team that we 
discussed in Chapter 1, the Lakers sought peak performance by getting 
slightly better each day. 


Riley was careful to point out that CBE was not merely about points or 
Statistics but about giving your “best effort spiritually and mentally and 
physically.” Players got credit for “allowing an opponent to run into you 
when you know that a foul will be called against him, diving for loose balls, 
going after rebounds whether you are likely to get them or not, helping a 
teammate when the player he’s guarding has surged past him, and other 
‘unsung hero’ deeds.” 

As an example, let’s say that Magic Johnson—the Lakers star player at 
the time—had 11 points, 8 rebounds, 12 assists, 2 steals, and 5 turnovers in 
a game. Magic also got credit for an “unsung hero” deed by diving after a 
loose ball (+1). Finally, he played a total of 33 minutes in this imaginary 
game. 

The positive numbers (11 + 8 + 12 + 2 + 1) add up to 34. Then, we 
subtract the 5 turnovers (34—5) to get 29. Finally, we divide 29 by 33 
minutes played. 


29/33 = 0.879 


Magic’s CBE number here would be 879. This number was calculated 
for all of a player’s games, and it was the average CBE that a player was 
asked to improve by 1 percent over the season. Riley compared each 
player’s current CBE to not only their past performances but also those of 
other players in the league. As Riley put it, “We rank team members 
alongside league opponents who play the same position and have similar 
role definitions.” 

Sportswriter Jackie MacMullan noted, “Riley trumpeted the top 
performers in the league in bold lettering on the blackboard each week and 
measured them against the corresponding players on his own roster. Solid, 
reliable players generally rated a score in the 600s, while elite players 
scored at least 800. Magic Johnson, who submitted 138 triple-doubles in his 
career, often scored over 1,000.” 

The Lakers also emphasized year-over-year progress by making 
historical comparisons of CBE data. Riley said, “We stacked the month of 
November 1986, next to November 1985, and showed the players whether 
they were doing better or worse than at the same point last season. Then we 


showed them how their performance figures for December 1986, stacked up 
against November’s.” 

The Lakers rolled out CBE in October 1986. Eight months later, they 
were NBA champions. The following year, Pat Riley led his team to 
another title as the Lakers became the first team in twenty years to win 
back-to-back NBA championships. Afterward, he said, “Sustaining an 
effort is the most important thing for any enterprise. The way to be 
successful is to learn how to do things right, then do them the same way 
every time.” 

The CBE program is a prime example of the power of reflection and 
review. The Lakers were already talented. CBE helped them get the most 
out of what they had, and made sure their habits improved rather than 
declined. 

Reflection and review enables the long-term improvement of all habits 
because it makes you aware of your mistakes and helps you consider 
possible paths for improvement. Without reflection, we can make excuses, 
create rationalizations, and lie to ourselves. We have no process for 
determining whether we are performing better or worse compared to 
yesterday. 

Top performers in all fields engage in various types of reflection and 
review, and the process doesn’t have to be complex. Kenyan runner Eliud 
Kipchoge is one of the greatest marathoners of all time and an Olympic 
gold medalist. He still takes notes after every practice in which he reviews 
his training for the day and searches for areas that can be improved. 
Similarly, gold medal swimmer Katie Ledecky records her wellness on a 
scale of 1 to 10 and includes notes on her nutrition and how well she slept. 
She also records the times posted by other swimmers. At the end of each 
week, her coach goes over her notes and adds his thoughts. 

It’s not just athletes, either. When comedian Chris Rock is preparing 
fresh material, he will first appear at small nightclubs dozens of times and 
test hundreds of jokes. He brings a notepad on stage and records which bits 
go over well and where he needs to make adjustments. The few killer lines 
that survive will form the backbone of his new show. 

I know of executives and investors who keep a “decision journal” in 
which they record the major decisions they make each week, why they 
made them, and what they expect the outcome to be. They review their 


choices at the end of each month or year to see where they were correct and 
where they went wrong.* 

Improvement is not just about learning habits, it’s also about fine-tuning 
them. Reflection and review ensures that you spend your time on the right 
things and make course corrections whenever necessary—like Pat Riley 
adjusting the effort of his players on a nightly basis. You don’t want to keep 
practicing a habit if it becomes ineffective. 

Personally, I employ two primary modes of reflection and review. Each 
December, I perform an Annual Review, in which I reflect on the previous 
year. I tally my habits for the year by counting up how many articles I 
published, how many workouts I put in, how many new places I visited, and 
more.* Then, I reflect on my progress (or lack thereof) by answering three 
questions: 


1. What went well this year? 
2. What didn’t go so well this year? 
3. What did I learn? 


Six months later, when summer rolls around, I conduct an Integrity 
Report. Like everyone, I make a lot of mistakes. My Integrity Report helps 
me realize where I went wrong and motivates me to get back on course. I 
use it as a time to revisit my core values and consider whether I have been 
living in accordance with them. This is when I reflect on my identity and 
how I can work toward being the type of person I wish to become.* 

My yearly Integrity Report answers three questions: 


1. What are the core values that drive my life and work? 
2. How am I living and working with integrity right now? 
3. How can I set a higher standard in the future? 


These two reports don’t take very long—just a few hours per year—but 
they are crucial periods of refinement. They prevent the gradual slide that 
happens when I don’t pay close attention. They provide an annual reminder 
to revisit my desired identity and consider how my habits are helping me 


become the type of person I wish to be. They indicate when I should 
upgrade my habits and take on new challenges and when I should dial my 
efforts back and focus on the fundamentals. 

Reflection can also bring a sense of perspective. Daily habits are 
powerful because of how they compound, but worrying too much about 
every daily choice is like looking at yourself in the mirror from an inch 
away. You can see every imperfection and lose sight of the bigger picture. 
There is too much feedback. Conversely, never reviewing your habits is like 
never looking in the mirror. You aren’t aware of easily fixable flaws—a 
spot on your shirt, a bit of food in your teeth. There is too little feedback. 
Periodic reflection and review is like viewing yourself in the mirror from a 
conversational distance. You can see the important changes you should 
make without losing sight of the bigger picture. You want to view the entire 
mountain range, not obsess over each peak and valley. 

Finally, reflection and review offers an ideal time to revisit one of the 
most important aspects of behavior change: identity. 


HOW TO BREAK THE BELIEFS THAT HOLD YOU BACK 


In the beginning, repeating a habit is essential to build up evidence of your 
desired identity. As you latch on to that new identity, however, those same 
beliefs can hold you back from the next level of growth. When working 
against you, your identity creates a kind of “pride” that encourages you to 
deny your weak spots and prevents you from truly growing. This is one of 
the greatest downsides of building habits. 

The more sacred an idea is to us—that is, the more deeply it is tied to 
our identity—the more strongly we will defend it against criticism. You see 
this in every industry. The schoolteacher who ignores innovative teaching 
methods and sticks with her tried-and-true lesson plans. The veteran 
manager who is committed to doing things “his way.” The surgeon who 
dismisses the ideas of her younger colleagues. The band who produces a 
mind-blowing first album and then gets stuck in a rut. The tighter we cling 
to an identity, the harder it becomes to grow beyond it. 

One solution is to avoid making any single aspect of your identity an 
overwhelming portion of who you are. In the words of investor Paul 


Graham, “keep your identity small.” The more you let a single belief define 
you, the less capable you are of adapting when life challenges you. If you 
tie everything up in being the point guard or the partner at the firm or 
whatever else, then the loss of that facet of your life will wreck you. If 
you’re a vegan and then develop a health condition that forces you to 
change your diet, yov’ll have an identity crisis on your hands. When you 
cling too tightly to one identity, you become brittle. Lose that one thing and 
you lose yourself. 

For most of my young life, being an athlete was a major part of my 
identity. After my baseball career ended, I struggled to find myself. When 
you spend your whole life defining yourself in one way and that disappears, 
who are you now? 

Military veterans and former entrepreneurs report similar feelings. If 
your identity is wrapped up in a belief like “I’m a great soldier,” what 
happens when your period of service ends? For many business owners, their 
identity is something along the lines of “I’m the CEO” or “I’m the 
founder.” If you have spent every waking moment working on your 
business, how will you feel after you sell the company? 

The key to mitigating these losses of identity is to redefine yourself such 
that you get to keep important aspects of your identity even if your 
particular role changes. 


= “I’m an athlete” becomes “I’m the type of person who is mentally 
tough and loves a physical challenge.” 

= “T’m a great soldier” transforms into “I’m the type of person who is 
disciplined, reliable, and great on a team.” 

= “I’m the CEO” translates to “I’m the type of person who builds and 
creates things.” 


When chosen effectively, an identity can be flexible rather than brittle. 
Like water flowing around an obstacle, your identity works with the 
changing circumstances rather than against them. 

The following quote from the Tao Te Ching encapsulates the ideas 
perfectly: 


Men are born soft and supple; 
dead, they are stiff and hard. 
Plants are born tender and pliant; 
dead, they are brittle and dry. 
Thus whoever is stiff and inflexible 
is a disciple of death. 
Whoever is soft and yielding 
is a disciple of life. 

The hard and stiff will be broken. 
The soft and supple will prevail. 


—Lao Tzu 


Habits deliver numerous benefits, but the downside is that they can lock 
us into our previous patterns of thinking and acting—even when the world 
is shifting around us. Everything is impermanent. Life is constantly 
changing, so you need to periodically check in to see if your old habits and 
beliefs are still serving you. 

A lack of self-awareness is poison. Reflection and review is the antidote. 


Chapter Summary 


= The upside of habits is that we can do things without thinking. The 
downside is that we stop paying attention to little errors. 

= Habits + Deliberate Practice = Mastery 

= Reflection and review is a process that allows you to remain conscious 
of your performance over time. 

= The tighter we cling to an identity, the harder it becomes to grow 
beyond it. 
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Conclusion 


The Secret to Results That Last 


E IS AN ancient Greek parable known as the Sorites Paradox,* which 
talks about the effect one small action can have when repeated enough 
times. One formulation of the paradox goes as follows: Can one coin make 
a person rich? If you give a person a pile of ten coins, you wouldn’t claim 
that he or she is rich. But what if you add another? And another? And 
another? At some point, you will have to admit that no one can be rich 
unless one coin can make him or her so. 

We can say the same about atomic habits. Can one tiny change transform 
your life? It’s unlikely you would say so. But what if you made another? 
And another? And another? At some point, you will have to admit that your 
life was transformed by one small change. 

The holy grail of habit change is not a single 1 percent improvement, but 
a thousand of them. It’s a bunch of atomic habits stacking up, each one a 
fundamental unit of the overall system. 

In the beginning, small improvements can often seem meaningless 
because they get washed away by the weight of the system. Just as one coin 
won’t make you rich, one positive change like meditating for one minute or 
reading one page each day is unlikely to deliver a noticeable difference. 

Gradually, though, as you continue to layer small changes on top of one 
another, the scales of life start to move. Each improvement is like adding a 
grain of sand to the positive side of the scale, slowly tilting things in your 
favor. Eventually, if you stick with it, you hit a tipping point. Suddenly, it 
feels easier to stick with good habits. The weight of the system is working 
for you rather than against you. 


Over the course of this book, we’ve looked at dozens of stories about top 
performers. We’ve heard about Olympic gold medalists, award-winning 
artists, business leaders, lifesaving physicians, and star comedians who 
have all used the science of small habits to master their craft and vault to 
the top of their field. Each of the people, teams, and companies we have 
covered has faced different circumstances, but ultimately progressed in the 
same way: through a commitment to tiny, sustainable, unrelenting 
improvements. 

Success is not a goal to reach or a finish line to cross. It is a system to 
improve, an endless process to refine. In Chapter 1, I said, “If you’re having 
trouble changing your habits, the problem isn’t you. The problem is your 
system. Bad habits repeat themselves again and again not because you don’t 
want to change, but because you have the wrong system for change.” 

As this book draws to a close, I hope the opposite is true. With the Four 
Laws of Behavior Change, you have a set of tools and strategies that you 
can use to build better systems and shape better habits. Sometimes a habit 
will be hard to remember and you’ll need to make it obvious. Other times 
you won’t feel like starting and yov’ll need to make it attractive. In many 
cases, you may find that a habit will be too difficult and you’ll need to make 
it easy. And sometimes, you won’t feel like sticking with it and yov’ll need 
to make it satisfying. 


Behaviors are effortless here. Behaviors are difficult here. 
Obvious Invisible 
Attractive Unattractive 
Easy Hard 
Satisfying Unsatisfying 


You want to push your good habits toward the left side of the spectrum by 
making them obvious, attractive, easy, and satisfying. Meanwhile, you 
want to cluster your bad habits toward the right side by making them 
invisible, unattractive, hard, and unsatisfying. 


This is a continuous process. There is no finish line. There is no 
permanent solution. Whenever you’re looking to improve, you can rotate 
through the Four Laws of Behavior Change until you find the next 
bottleneck. Make it obvious. Make it attractive. Make it easy. Make it 
satisfying. Round and round. Always looking for the next way to get 1 
percent better. 

The secret to getting results that last is to never stop making 
improvements. It’s remarkable what you can build if you just don’t stop. It’s 
remarkable the business you can build if you don’t stop working. It’s 
remarkable the body you can build if you don’t stop training. It’s 
remarkable the knowledge you can build if you don’t stop learning. It’s 
remarkable the fortune you can build if you don’t stop saving. It’s 
remarkable the friendships you can build if you don’t stop caring. Small 
habits don’t add up. They compound. 

That’s the power of atomic habits. Tiny changes. Remarkable results. 
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What Should You Read Next? 


jea YOU so much for taking the time to read this book. It has been a 
pleasure sharing my work with you. If you are looking for something to 
read next, allow me to offer a suggestion. 

If you enjoyed Atomic Habits, then you may like my other writing as 
well. My latest articles are sent out in my free weekly newsletter. 
Subscribers are also the first to hear about my newest books and projects. 
Finally, in addition to my own work, each year I send out a reading list of 
my favorite books from other authors on a wide range of subjects. 

You can sign up at: 

jamesclear.com/newsletter 
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Little Lessons from the Four Laws 


f N THIS BOOK, I have introduced a four-step model for human behavior: 
cue, craving, response, reward. This framework not only teaches us how 
to create new habits but also reveals some interesting insights about human 
behavior. 


Problem phase 


1. Cue 
2. Craving 


Solution phase 


3. Response 
4. Reward 


In this section, I have compiled some lessons (and a few bits of common 
sense) that are confirmed by the model. The purpose of these examples is to 
clarify just how useful and wide-ranging this framework is when describing 
human behavior. Once you understand the model, you’ll see examples of it 
everywhere. 

Awareness comes before desire. A craving is created when you assign 
meaning to a cue. Your brain constructs an emotion or feeling to describe 
your current situation, and that means a craving can only occur after you 
have noticed an opportunity. 

Happiness is simply the absence of desire. When you observe a cue, 
but do not desire to change your state, you are content with the current 
situation. Happiness is not about the achievement of pleasure (which is joy 


or satisfaction), but about the lack of desire. It arrives when you have no 
urge to feel differently. Happiness is the state you enter when you no longer 
want to change your state. 

However, happiness is fleeting because a new desire always comes 
along. As Caed Budris says, “Happiness is the space between one desire 
being fulfilled and a new desire forming.” Likewise, suffering is the space 
between craving a change in state and getting it. 

It is the idea of pleasure that we chase. We seek the image of pleasure 
that we generate in our minds. At the time of action, we do not know what 
it will be like to attain that image (or even if it will satisfy us). The feeling 
of satisfaction only comes afterward. This is what the Austrian neurologist 
Victor Frankl meant when he said that happiness cannot be pursued, it must 
ensue. Desire is pursued. Pleasure ensues from action. 

Peace occurs when you don’t turn your observations into problems. 
The first step in any behavior is observation. You notice a cue, a bit of 
information, an event. If you do not desire to act on what you observe, then 
you are at peace. 

Craving is about wanting to fix everything. Observation without craving 
is the realization that you do not need to fix anything. Your desires are not 
running rampant. You do not crave a change in state. Your mind does not 
generate a problem for you to solve. You’re simply observing and existing. 

With a big enough why you can overcome any how. Friedrich 
Nietzsche, the German philosopher and poet, famously wrote, “He who has 
a why to live for can bear almost any how.” This phrase harbors an 
important truth about human behavior. If your motivation and desire are 
great enough (that is, why are you are acting), you’ll take action even when 
it is quite difficult. Great craving can power great action—even when 
friction is high. 

Being curious is better than being smart. Being motivated and curious 
counts for more than being smart because it leads to action. Being smart 
will never deliver results on its own because it doesn’t get you to act. It is 
desire, not intelligence, that prompts behavior. As Naval Ravikant says, 
“The trick to doing anything is first cultivating a desire for it.” 

Emotions drive behavior. Every decision is an emotional decision at 
some level. Whatever your logical reasons are for taking action, you only 
feel compelled to act on them because of emotion. In fact, people with 


damage to emotional centers of the brain can list many reasons for taking 
action but still will not act because they do not have emotions to drive them. 
This is why craving comes before response. The feeling comes first, and 
then the behavior. 

We can only be rational and logical after we have been emotional. 
The primary mode of the brain is to feel; the secondary mode is to think. 
Our first response—the fast, nonconscious portion of the brain—is 
optimized for feeling and anticipating. Our second response—the slow, 
conscious portion of the brain—is the part that does the “thinking.” 

Psychologists refer to this as System 1 (feelings and rapid judgments) 
versus System 2 (rational analysis). The feeling comes first (System 1); the 
rationality only intervenes later (System 2). This works great when the two 
are aligned, but it results in illogical and emotional thinking when they are 
not. 

Your response tends to follow your emotions. Our thoughts and 
actions are rooted in what we find attractive, not necessarily in what is 
logical. Two people can notice the same set of facts and respond very 
differently because they run those facts through their unique emotional 
filter. This is one reason why appealing to emotion is typically more 
powerful than appealing to reason. If a topic makes someone feel 
emotional, they will rarely be interested in the data. This is why emotions 
can be such a threat to wise decision making. 

Put another way: most people believe that the reasonable response is the 
one that benefits them: the one that satisfies their desires. To approach a 
situation from a more neutral emotional position allows you to base your 
response on the data rather than the emotion. 

Suffering drives progress. The source of all suffering is the desire for a 
change in state. This is also the source of all progress. The desire to change 
your state is what powers you to take action. It is wanting more that pushes 
humanity to seek improvements, develop new technologies, and reach for a 
higher level. With craving, we are dissatisfied but driven. Without craving, 
we are Satisfied but lack ambition. 

Your actions reveal how badly you want something. If you keep 
saying something is a priority but you never act on it, then you don’t really 
want it. It’s time to have an honest conversation with yourself. Your actions 
reveal your true motivations. 


Reward is on the other side of sacrifice. Response (sacrifice of energy) 
always precedes reward (the collection of resources). The “runner’s high” 
only comes after the hard run. The reward only comes after the energy is 
spent. 

Self-control is difficult because it is not satisfying. A reward is an 
outcome that satisfies your craving. This makes self-control ineffective 
because inhibiting our desires does not usually resolve them. Resisting 
temptation does not satisfy your craving; it just ignores it. It creates space 
for the craving to pass. Self-control requires you to release a desire rather 
than satisfy it. 

Our expectations determine our satisfaction. The gap between our 
cravings and our rewards determines how satisfied we feel after taking 
action. If the mismatch between expectations and outcomes is positive 
(surprise and delight), then we are more likely to repeat a behavior in the 
future. If the mismatch is negative (disappointment and frustration), then 
we are less likely to do so. 

For example, if you expect to get $10 and get $100, you feel great. If 
you expect to get $100 and get $10, you feel disappointed. Your expectation 
changes your satisfaction. An average experience preceded by high 
expectations is a disappointment. An average experience preceded by low 
expectations is a delight. When liking and wanting are approximately the 
same, you feel satisfied. 


Satisfaction = Liking — Wanting 


This is the wisdom behind Seneca’s famous quote, “Being poor is not 
having too little, it is wanting more.” If your wants outpace your likes, 
you’ ll always be unsatisfied. You’re perpetually putting more weight on the 
problem than the solution. 

Happiness is relative. When I first began sharing my writing publicly it 
took me three months to get one thousand subscribers. When I hit that 
milestone, I told my parents and my girlfriend. We celebrated. I felt excited 
and motivated. A few years later, I realized that one thousand people were 
signing up each day. And yet I didn’t even think to tell anyone. It felt 
normal. I was getting results ninety times faster than before but 


experiencing little pleasure over it. It wasn’t until a few days later that I 
realized how absurd it was that I wasn’t celebrating something that would 
have seemed like a pipe dream just a few years before. 

The pain of failure correlates to the height of expectation. When 
desire is high, it hurts to not like the outcome. Failing to attain something 
you want hurts more than failing to attain something you didn’t think much 
about in the first place. This is why people say, “I don’t want to get my 
hopes up.” 

Feelings come both before and after the behavior. Before acting, there 
is a feeling that motivates you to act—the craving. After acting, there is a 
feeling that teaches you to repeat the action in the future—the reward. 


Cue > Craving (Feeling) > Response > Reward (Feeling) 


How we feel influences how we act, and how we act influences how we 
feel. 

Desire initiates. Pleasure sustains. Wanting and liking are the two 
drivers of behavior. If it’s not desirable, you have no reason to do it. Desire 
and craving are what initiate a behavior. But if it’s not enjoyable, you have 
no reason to repeat it. Pleasure and satisfaction are what sustain a behavior. 
Feeling motivated gets you to act. Feeling successful gets you to repeat. 

Hope declines with experience and is replaced by acceptance. The 
first time an opportunity arises, there is hope of what could be. Your 
expectation (cravings) is based solely on promise. The second time around, 
your expectation is grounded in reality. You begin to understand how the 
process works and your hope is gradually traded for a more accurate 
prediction and acceptance of the likely outcome. 

This is one reason why we continually grasp for the latest get-rich-quick 
or weight-loss scheme. New plans offer hope because we don’t have any 
experiences to ground our expectations. New strategies seem more 
appealing than old ones because they can have unbounded hope. As 
Aristotle noted, “Youth is easily deceived because it is quick to hope.” 
Perhaps this can be revised to “Youth is easily deceived because it only 
hopes.” There is no experience to root the expectation in. In the beginning, 
hope is all you have. 
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How to Apply These Ideas to Business 


O VER THE YEARS, I’ve spoken at Fortune 500 companies and growing 
start-ups about how to apply the science of small habits to run more 
effective businesses and build better products. I’ve compiled many of the 
most practical strategies into a short bonus chapter. I think yov’ll find it to 
be an incredibly useful addition to the main ideas mentioned in Atomic 


Habits. 
You can download this chapter at: atomichabits.com/business 
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How to Apply These Ideas to Parenting 


O NE OF THE most common questions I hear from readers is something 
along the lines of, “How can I get my kids to do this stuff?” The ideas 
in Atomic Habits are intended to apply broadly to all of human behavior 
(teenagers are humans, too), which means you should find plenty of useful 
strategies in the main text. That said, parenting does face its own set of 
challenges. As a bonus chapter, I’ve put together a brief guide on how to 
apply these ideas specifically to parenting. 


You can download this chapter at: atomichabits.com/parenting 
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Notes 


I N THIS SECTION, I have included a detailed list of notes, references, and 
citations for each chapter in the book. I trust that most readers will find 
this list to be sufficient. However, I also realize that scientific literature 
changes over time and the references for this book may need to be updated. 
Furthermore, I fully expect that I have made a mistake somewhere in this 
book—either in attributing an idea to the wrong person or not giving credit 
to someone where it is due. (If you believe this to be the case, please email 
me at james@jamesclear.com so I can fix the issue as soon as possible.) 

In addition to the notes below, you can find a full list of updated 
endnotes and corrections at atomichabits.com/endnotes. 


INTRODUCTION 


We all deal with setbacks: What about luck, you might ask? Luck matters, certainly. Habits are not 
the only thing that influence your success, but they are probably the most important factor that 
is within your control. And the only self-improvement strategy that makes any sense is to 
focus on what you can control. 

The entrepreneur and investor Naval Ravikant: Naval Ravikant (@naval), “To write a great book, 
you must first become the book,” Twitter, May 15, 2018, 
https://twitter.com/naval/status/996460948029362176. 

“stimulus, response, reward”: B. F. Skinner, The Behavior of Organisms (New York: Appleton- 
Century-Crofts, 1938). 

“cue, routine, reward”: Charles Duhigg, The Power of Habit: Why We Do What We Do in Life and 
Business (New York: Random House, 2014). 


CHAPTER 1 


just a single gold medal at the Olympic Games: Matt Slater, “How GB Cycling Went from Tragic 
to Magic,” BBC Sport, April 14, 2008, 


one of the top bike manufacturers in Europe refused to sell bikes: Richard Moore, Mastermind: 
How Dave Brailsford Reinvented the Wheel (Glasgow: BackPage Press, 2013). 


“The whole principle came from the idea”: Matt Slater, “Olympics Cycling: Marginal Gains 
Underpin Team GB Dominance,” BBC, August 8, 2012, 


they even painted the inside of the team truck white: Eben Harrell, “How 1% Performance 
Improvements Led to Olympic Gold,” Harvard Business Review, October 30, 2015, 
https://hbr.org/2015/10/how-1-performance-improvements-led-to-olympic-gold; Kevin Clark, 
“How a Cycling Team Turned the Falcons Into NFC Champions,” The Ringer, September 12, 
2017, https://www.theringer.com/nfl/2017/9/12/16293216/atlanta-falcons-thomas-dimitroff- 
cycling-team-sky. 

Just five years after Brailsford took over: Technically, the British riders won 57 percent of the 
road and track cycling medals at the 2008 Olympics. Fourteen gold medals were available in 
road and track cycling events. The Brits won eight of them. 

the Brits raised the bar: “World and Olympic Records Set at the 2012 Summer Olympics,” 
Wikipedia, December 8, 2017, 
pics#Cycling. 

Bradley Wiggins became the first British cyclist: Andrew Longmore, “Bradley Wiggins,” 


modified April 21, 2018. 

Chris Froome won: Karen Sparks, “Chris Froome,” Encyclopaedia Britannica, 

During the ten-year span from 2007 to 2017: “Medals won by the Great Britain Cycling Team at 
world championships, Olympic Games and Paralympic Games since 2000,” British Cycling, 
Team-Medal-History—0?c=EN#KOdWAPjq84C V8Wzw.99, accessed June 8, 2018. 

you’ll end up thirty-seven times better: Jason Shen, an entrepreneur and writer, received an early 
look at this book. After reading this chapter, he remarked: “If the gains were linear, you’d 
predict to be 3.65x better off. But because it is exponential, the improvement is actually 10x 
greater.” April 3, 2018. 

Habits are the compound interest: Many people have noted how habits multiply over time. Here 
are some of my favorite articles and books on the subject: Leo Babauta, “The Power of Habit 
Investments,” Zen Habits, January 28, 2013, https://zenhabits.net/bank; Morgan Housel, “The 
Freakishly Strong Base,” Collaborative Fund, October 31, 2017, 
http://www.collaborativefund.com/blog/the-freakishly-strong-base; Darren Hardy, The 
Compound Effect (New York: Vanguard Press, 2012). 

Accomplishing one extra task: As Sam Altman says, “A small productivity gain, compounded over 
50 years, is worth a lot.” “Productivity,” Sam Altman. April 10, 2018, 

Habits are a double-edged sword: I’d like to credit Jason Hreha with originally describing habits to 
me in this way. Jason Hreha (@jhreha), “They’re a double edged sword,” Twitter, February 
21, 2018, https://twitter.com/jhreha/status/966430907371433984. 

The more tasks you can handle without thinking: Michael (@mmay3r), “The foundation of 
productivity is habits. The more you do automatically, the more you’re subsequently freed to 
do. This effect compounds,” Twitter, April 10, 2018, 
https://twitter.com/mmay3r/status/983837519274889216. 


each book you read not only teaches: This idea—that learning new ideas increases the value of 
your old ideas—is something I first heard about from Patrick O’Shaughnessy, who writes, 
“This is why knowledge compounds. Old stuff that was a 4/10 in value can become a 10/10, 
unlocked by another book in the future.” http://investorfieldguide.com/reading-tweet-storm, 

Cancer spends 80 percent of its life undetectable: “How to Live a Longer, Higher Quality Life, 
with Peter Attia, M.D.,” Investor’s Field Guide, March 7, 2017, 
http://investorfieldguide.com/attia. 

The San Antonio Spurs: Matt Moore, “NBA Finals: A Rock, Hammer and Cracking of Spurs’ 
Majesty in Game 7,” CBS Sports, June 21, 2013, https://www.cbssports.com/nba/news/nba- 
finals-a-rock-hammer-and-cracking-of-spurs-majesty-in-game-7. 

Inspiration for this drawing came from a tweet titled “Deception of linear vs exponential” by 
@MlichaelW. May 19, 2018. https://twitter.com/MlichaelW/status/997878086132817920. 

The seed of every habit: This paragraph was inspired by a quote from Mr. Mircea, an account on 
Twitter, who wrote, “each habit began its life as a single decision.” 
https://twitter.com/mistermircea. 

the goal cannot be what differentiates the winners from the losers: Hat tip to CrossFit coach Ben 
Bergeron for inspiring this quote during a conversation I had with him on February 28, 2017. 

You fall to the level of your systems: This line was inspired by the following quote from 
Archilochus: “We don’t rise to the level of our expectations, we fall to the level of our 
training.” 


CHAPTER 2 


You can imagine them like the layers of an onion: Hat tip to Simon Sinek. His “Golden Circle” 
framework is similar in design, but discusses different topics. For more, see Simon Sinek, 
Start with Why: How Great Leaders Inspire Everyone to Take Action (London: 
Portfolio/Penguin, 2013), 37. 

I resolved to stop chewing my nails: The quotes used in this section are presented as a conversation 
for reading clarity, but were originally written by Clark. See: Brian Clark, “The Powerful 
Psychological Boost that Helps You Make and Break Habits,” Further, November 14, 2017, 
https://further.net/pride-habits. 

Research has shown that once a person: Christopher J. Bryan et al., “Motivating Voter Turnout by 
Invoking the Self,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 108, no. 31 (2011): 
12653-12656. 

There is internal pressure: Leon Festinger, A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance (Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press, 1957). 
the Late Latin language. Also, thanks to Tamar Shippony, a reader of jamesclear.com, who 
originally told me about the etymology of the word identity, which she looked up in the 
American Heritage Dictionary. 

We change bit by bit: This is another reason atomic habits are such an effective form of change. If 
you change your identity too quickly and become someone radically different overnight, then 
you feel as if you lose your sense of self. But if you update and expand your identity 
gradually, you will find yourself reborn into someone totally new and yet still familiar. Slowly 
—habit by habit, vote by vote—you become accustomed to your new identity. Atomic habits 
and gradual improvement are the keys to identity change without identity loss. 


CHAPTER 3 


Edward Thorndike conducted an experiment: Peter Gray, Psychology, 6th ed. (New York: Worth, 
2011), 108-109. 

Intelligence: An Experimental Study of the Associative Processes in Animals,” Psychological 
Review: Monograph Supplements 2, no. 4 (1898), doi:10.1037/h0092987. 

“behaviors followed by satisfying consequences”: This is an abbreviated version of the original 
quote from Thorndike, which reads: “responses that produce a satisfying effect in a particular 
situation become more likely to occur again in that situation, and responses that produce a 
discomforting effect become less likely to occur again in that situation.” For more, see Peter 
Gray, Psychology, 6th ed. (New York: Worth, 2011), 108-109. 

Neurological activity in the brain is high: Charles Duhigg, The Power of Habit: Why We Do What 
We Do in Life and Business (New York: Random House, 2014), 15; Ann M. Graybiel, 
“Network-Level Neuroplasticity in Cortico-Basal Ganglia Pathways,” Parkinsonism and 
Related Disorders 10, no. 5 (2004), doi:10.1016/j.parkreldis.2004.03.007. 

“Habits are, simply, reliable solutions”: Jason Hreha, “Why Our Conscious Minds Are Suckers for 


suckers-for-novelty-54131, accessed June 8, 2018. 

As habits are created: John R. Anderson, “Acquisition of Cognitive Skill,” Psychological Review 
89, no. 4 (1982), doi:10.1037/0033-295X.89.4.369. 

the brain remembers the past: Shahram Heshmat, “Why Do We Remember Certain Things, But 
Forget Others,” Psychology Today, October 8, 2015, 
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/science-choice/201510/why-do-we-remember- 
certain-things-forget-others. 

the conscious mind is the bottleneck: William H. Gladstones, Michael A. Regan, and Robert B. 
Lee, “Division of Attention: The Single-Channel Hypothesis Revisited,” Quarterly Journal of 
Experimental Psychology Section A 41, no. 1 (1989), doi:10.1080/14640748908402350. 

the conscious mind likes to pawn off tasks: Daniel Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow (New 
York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2015). 

Habits reduce cognitive load: John R. Anderson, “Acquisition of Cognitive Skill,” Psychological 
Review 89, no. 4 (1982), doi:10.1037/0033—295X.89.4.369. 

Feelings of pleasure and disappointment: Antonio R. Damasio, The Strange Order of Things: Life, 
Feeling, and the Making of Cultures (New York: Pantheon Books, 2018); Lisa Feldman 
Barrett, How Emotions Are Made (London: Pan Books, 2018). 
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confirmed by Gary Klein in an email on March 30, 2017. Klein also covers the story in his 
own book, which uses slightly different quotes: Gary A. Klein, Sources of Power: How 
People Make Decisions (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1998), 43—44. 


How People Make Decisions (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1998), 38—40. 

Museum curators have been known to discern: The story of the Getty kouros, covered in Malcolm 
Gladwell’s book Blink, is a famous example. The sculpture, initially believed to be from 
ancient Greece, was purchased for $10 million. The controversy surrounding the sculpture 
happened later when one expert identified it as a forgery upon first glance. 

Experienced radiologists can look at a brain scan: Siddhartha Mukherjee, “The Algorithm Will 
See You Now,” New Yorker, April 3, 2017, 


https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2017/04/03/ai-versus-md. 

The human brain is a prediction machine: The German physician Hermann von Helmholtz 
developed the idea of the brain being a “prediction machine.” 

the clerk swiped the customer’s actual credit card: Helix van Boron, “What’s the Dumbest Thing 
You’ve Done While Your Brain Is on Autopilot,” Reddit, August 21, 2017, 
https://www.reddit.com/r/AskReddit/comments/6v1t91/whats_the dumbest thing youve don 
e while your/dlxa5y9. 

she kept asking coworkers if they had washed their hands: SwordOfTheLlama, “What Strange 
Habits Have You Picked Up from Your Line of Work,” Reddit, January 4, 2016, 
https://www.reddit.com/r/AskReddit/comments/3zckq6/what_strange habits have you picke 
d up from your/cyl3nta. 

story_of a man who had spent years working as a lifeguard: SwearlmaChick, “What Strange 
Habits Have You Picked Up from Your Line of Work,” Reddit, January 4, 2016, 
https://www.reddit.com/r/AskReddit/comments/3zckq6/what_strange habits have you picke 
d up from your/cyl681q. 

“Until you make the unconscious conscious”: Although this quote by Jung is popular, I had trouble 
tracking down the original source. It’s probably a paraphrase of this passage: “The 
psychological rule says that when an inner situation is not made conscious, it happens outside, 
as fate. That is to say, when the individual remains undivided and does not become conscious 
of his inner opposite, the world must perforce act out the conflict and be torn into opposing 
halves.” For more, see C. G. Jung, Aion: Researches into the Phenomenology of the Self 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1959), 71. 

Pointing-and-Calling reduces errors: Alice Gordenker, “JR Gestures,” Japan Times, October 21, 
2008, https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2008/10/21/reference/jr-gestures/#.WvIG49Mvzul. 

The MTA subway system in New York City: Allan Richarz, “Why Japan’s Rail Workers Can’t 
Stop Pointing at Things,” Atlas Obscura, March 29, 2017, 
https://www.atlasobscura.com/articles/pointing-and-calling-japan-trains. 
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researchers in Great Britain began working: Sarah Milne, Sheina Orbell, and Paschal Sheeran, 
“Combining Motivational and Volitional Interventions to Promote Exercise Participation: 
Protection Motivation Theory and Implementation Intentions,” British Journal of Health 
Psychology 7 (May 2002): 163-184. 

implementation intentions are effective: Peter Gollwitzer and Paschal Sheeran, “Implementation 
Intentions and Goal Achievement: A Meta-Analysis of Effects and Processes,” Advances in 
Experimental Social Psychology 38 (2006): 69-119. 

writing down the exact time and date of when you will get a flu shot: Katherine L. Milkman, 
John Beshears, James J. Choi, David Laibson, and Brigitte C. Madrian, “Using 
Implementation Intentions Prompts to Enhance Influenza Vaccination Rates,” Proceedings of 
the National Academy of Sciences 108, no. 26 (June 2011): 10415-10420. 
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James J. Choi, David Laibson, and Brigitte C. Madrian, “Planning Prompts as a Means of 
Increasing Preventive Screening Rates,” Preventive Medicine 56, no. 1 (January 2013): 92— 
93. 

voter turnout increases: David W. Nickerson and Todd Rogers, “Do You Have a Voting Plan? 
Implementation Intentions, Voter Turnout, and Organic Plan Making,” Psychological Science 
21, no. 2 (2010): 194-199. 


Other successful government programs: “Policymakers around the World Are Embracing 
Behavioural Science,” The Economist, May 18, 2017, 
https://www.economist.com/news/international/21722163-experimental-iterative-data-driven- 
approach-gaining-ground-policymakers-around. 

people who make a specific plan for when and where: Edwin Locke and Gary Latham, “Building 
a Practically Useful Theory of Goal Setting and Task Motivation: A 35-Year Odyssey,” 
American Psychologist 57, no. 9 (2002): 705-717, doi:10.1037//0003—066x.57.9.705. 

hope is usually higher: Hengchen Dai, Katherine L. Milkman, and Jason Riis, “The Fresh Start 
Effect: Temporal Landmarks Motivate Aspirational Behavior,” PsycEXTRA Dataset, 2014, 
doi:10.1037/e513702014—058. 

writer Jason Zweig noted: Jason Zweig, “Elevate Your Financial IQ: A Value Packed Discussion 
with Jason Zweig,” interview by Shane Parrish, The Knowledge Project, Farnam Street, audio, 
https://www.fs.blog/2015/10/jason-zweig-knowledge-project. 

many ways to use implementation intentions: For the term habit stacking, I am indebted to S. J. 
Scott, who wrote a book by the same name. From what I understand, his concept is slightly 
different, but I like the term and thought it appropriate to use in this chapter. Previous writers 
such as Courtney Carver and Julien Smith have also used the term habit stacking, but in 
different contexts. 

The French philosopher Denis Diderot: “Denis Diderot,” New World Encyclopedia, 


acquired a scarlet robe: Encyclopedia Britannica, vol. 8 (1911), s.v. “Denis Diderot.” Diderot’s 
scarlet robe is frequently described as a gift from a friend. However, I could find no original 
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Anne Thorndike: Anne N. Thorndike et al., “A 2-Phase Labeling and Choice Architecture 
Intervention to Improve Healthy Food and Beverage Choices,” American Journal of Public 
Health 102, no. 3 (2012), doi:10.2105/ajph.2011.300391. 
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publishing an adapted version, which combines their telling of the ceramics story with facts 
from the original source of Uelsmann’s photography students. David Bayles and Ted Orland, 
Art & Fear: Observations on the Perils (and Rewards) of Artmaking (Santa Cruz, CA: Image 
Continuum Press, 1993), 29. 

As Voltaire once wrote: Voltaire, La Bégueule. Conte Moral (1772). 


long-term potentiation: Long-term potentiation was discovered by Terje Lømo in 1966. More 
precisely, he discovered that when a series of signals was repeatedly transmitted by the brain, 
there was a persistent effect that lasted afterward that made it easier for those signals to be 
transmitted in the future. 

“Neurons that fire together wire together”: Donald O. Hebb, The Organization of Behavior: A 
Neuropsychological Theory (New York: Wiley, 1949). 

In musicians, the cerebellum: S. Hutchinson, “Cerebellar Volume of Musicians,” Cerebral Cortex 
13, no. 9 (2003), doi:10.1093/cercor/13.9.943. 

Density in the Parietal Cortex of Mathematicians: A Voxel-Based Morphometry Study,” 
Yearbook of Neurology and Neurosurgery 2008 (2008), doi:10.1016/s0513—5117(08)79083-5. 

When scientists analyzed the brains of taxi drivers in London: Eleanor A. Maguire et al., 
“Navigation-Related Structural Change in the Hippocampi of Taxi Drivers,” Proceedings of 
the National Academy of Sciences 97, no. 8 (2000), doi:10.1073/pnas.070039597; Katherine 
Woollett and Eleanor A. Maguire, “Acquiring ‘the Knowledge’ of London’s Layout Drives 
Structural Brain Changes,” Current Biology 21, no. 24 (December 2011), 
doi:10.1016/j.cub.2011.11.018; Eleanor A. Maguire, Katherine Woollett, and Hugo J. Spiers, 
“London Taxi Drivers and Bus Drivers: A Structural MRI and Neuropsychological Analysis,” 
Hippocampus 16, no. 12 (2006), doi:10.1002/hipo.20233. 

“the actions become so automatic”: George Henry Lewes, The Physiology of Common Life 
(Leipzig: Tauchnitz, 1860). 

repetition is a form of change: Apparently, Brian Eno says the same thing in his excellent, 
creatively inspiring Oblique Strategies card set, which I didn’t know when I wrote this line! 
Great minds and all that. 

Automaticity is the ability to perform a behavior: Phillippa Lally et al., “How Are Habits Formed: 
Modelling Habit Formation in the Real World,” European Journal of Social Psychology 40, 
no. 6 (2009), doi:10.1002/ejsp.674. 

habits form based on frequency, not time: Hermann Ebbinghaus was the first person to describe 
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* Interested readers can learn more at habitsacademy.com. 
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* As this book was going to print, new information about the 
British Cycling team has come out. You can see my thoughts at 
atomichabits.com/cycling. 
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* I geeked out and actually calculated this. Washington, D.C., is 
about 225 miles from New York City. Assuming you are flying on 
a 747 or an Airbus A380, changing the heading by 3.5 degrees as 
you leave Los Angeles likely causes the nose of the airplane to 
shift between 7.2 to 7.6 feet, or about 86 to 92 inches. A very small 
shift in direction can lead to a very meaningful change in 
destination. 
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* The terms unconscious, nonconscious, and subconscious can all 
be used to describe the absence of awareness or thought. Even in 
academic circles, these words are often used interchangeably 
without much nitpicking (for once). Nonconscious is the term I’m 
going to use because it is broad enough to encompass both the 
processes of the mind we could never consciously access and the 
moments when we are simply not paying attention to what 
surrounds us. Nonconscious is a description of anything you are not 
consciously thinking about. 
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* Certainly, there are some aspects of your identity that tend to 
remain unchanged over time—like identifying as someone who is 
tall or short. But even for more fixed qualities and characteristics, 
whether you view them in a positive or negative light is determined 
by your experiences throughout life. 
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* Readers of The Power of Habit by Charles Duhigg will recognize 
these terms. Duhigg wrote a great book and my intention is to pick 
up where he left off by integrating these stages into four simple 
laws you can apply to build better habits in life and work. 
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* Charles Duhigg and Nir Eyal deserve special recognition for their 
influence on this image. This representation of the habit loop is a 
combination of language that was popularized by Duhigg’s book, 
The Power of Habit, and a design that was popularized by Eyal’s 
book, Hooked. 
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* When I visited Japan, I saw this strategy save a woman’s life. Her 
young son stepped onto the Shinkansen, one of Japan’s famous 
bullet trains that travel at over two hundred miles per hour, just as 
the doors were closing. She was left outside on the platform and 
jammed her arm through the door to grab him. With her arm stuck 
in the door, the train was about to take off, but right before it pulled 
away an employee performed a safety check by Pointing-and- 
Calling up and down the platform. In less than five seconds, he 
noticed the woman and managed to stop the train from leaving. The 
door opened, the woman—now in tears—ran to her son, and a 
minute later the train departed safely. 
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* Interested readers can get a template to create their own Habits 
Scorecard at atomichabits.com/scorecard. 
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* In addition to her payment for the library, Catherine the Great 
asked Diderot to keep the books until she needed them and offered 
to pay him a yearly salary to act as her librarian. 
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* Fogg refers to this strategy as the “Tiny Habits recipe,” but I'll 
call it the habit stacking formula throughout the book. 
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* Tf you’re looking for more examples and guidance, you can 
download a Habit Stacking template at 
atomichabits.com/habitstacking. 
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* Dopamine is not the only chemical that influences your habits. 
Every behavior involves multiple brain regions and 
neurochemicals, and anyone who claims that “habits are all about 
dopamine” is skipping over major portions of the process. It is just 
one of the important role players in habit formation. However, I 
will single out the dopamine circuit in this chapter because it 
provides a window into the biological underpinnings of desire, 
craving, and motivation that are behind every habit. 
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* P’m so happy I was able to fit a Game of Thrones reference into 
this book. 
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* This is just a partial list of underlying motives. I offer a more 
complete list and more examples of how to apply them to business 
at atomichabits.com/business. 
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* A similar story is told in the book Art & Fear by David Bayles 
and Ted Orland. It has been adapted here with permission. See the 
endnotes for a full explanation. 
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* This is a foundational principle in physics, where it is known as 
the Principle of Least Action. It states that the path followed 
between any two points will always be the path requiring the least 
energy. This simple principle underpins the laws of the universe. 
From this one idea, you can describe the laws of motion and 
relativity. 
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* The phrase addition by subtraction is also used by teams and 
businesses to describe removing people from a group in order to 
make the team stronger overall. 
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* To be fair, this still sounds like an amazing night. 
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* I designed a habit journal specifically to make journaling easier. 
It includes a “One Line Per Day” section where you simply write 
one sentence about your day. You can learn more at 
atomichabits.com/journal. 
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* The irony of how closely this story matches my process of 
writing this book is not lost on me. Although my publisher was 
much more accommodating, and my closet remained full, I did feel 
like I had to place myself on house arrest to finish the manuscript. 
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* This is also referred to as a “Ulysses pact” or a “Ulysses 
contract.” Named after Ulysses, the hero of The Odyssey, who told 
his sailors to tie him to the mast of the ship so that he could hear 
the enchanting song of the Sirens but wouldn’t be able to steer the 
ship toward them and crash on the rocks. Ulysses realized the 
benefits of locking in your future actions while your mind is in the 
right place rather than waiting to see where your desires take you in 
the moment. 
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* The shift to a delayed-returmn environment likely began around the 
advent of agriculture ten thousand years ago when farmers began 
planting crops in anticipation of a harvest months later. However, it 
was not until recent centuries that our lives became filled with 
delayed-return choices: career planning, retirement planning, 
vacation planning, and everything else that occupies our calendars. 
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* Time inconsistency is also referred to as hyperbolic discounting. 
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* This can derail our decision making as well. The brain 
overestimates the danger of anything that seems like an immediate 
threat but has almost no likelihood of actually occurring: your 
plane crashing during a bit of turbulence, a burglar breaking in 
while you’re home alone, a terrorist blowing up the bus you’re on. 
Meanwhile, it underestimates what appears to be a distant threat 
but is actually very likely: the steady accumulation of fat from 
eating unhealthy food, the gradual decay of your muscles from 
sitting at a desk, the slow creep of clutter when you fail to tidy up. 
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* Interested readers can find a habit tracker template at 
atomichabits.com/tracker. 
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* You can see the actual Habit Contracts used by Bryan Harris and 
get a blank template at atomichabits.com/contract. 
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* Tf you are interested in taking a personality test, you can find 
links to the most reliable tests here: atomichabits.com/personality. 
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* Tf it’s Harry Potter on repeat, I feel you. 
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* T have a pet theory about what happens when we achieve a flow 
state. This isn’t confirmed. It’s just my guess. Psychologists 
commonly refer to the brain as operating in two modes: System 1 
and System 2. System 1 is fast and instinctual. Generally speaking, 
processes you can perform very quickly (like habits) are governed 
by System 1. Meanwhile, System 2 controls thinking processes that 
are more effortful and slow—like calculating the answer to a 
difficult math problem. With regard to flow, I like to imagine 
System 1 and System 2 as residing on opposite ends of the 
spectrum of thinking. The more automatic a cognitive process is, 
the more it slides toward the System 1 side of the spectrum. The 
more effortful a task is, the more it slides toward System 2. Flow, I 
believe, resides on the razor’s edge between System 1 and System 
2. You are fully using all of your automatic and implicit knowledge 
related to the task while also working hard to rise to a challenge 
beyond your ability. Both brain modes are fully engaged. The 
conscious and nonconscious are working perfectly in sync. 
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* The discovery of variable rewards happened by accident. One 
day in the lab, the famous Harvard psychologist B. F. Skinner was 
running low on food pellets during one experiment and making 
more was a time-consuming process because he had to manually 
press the pellets in a machine. This situation led him to “ask myself 
why every press of the lever had to be reinforced.” He decided to 
only give treats to the rats intermittently and, to his surprise, 
varying the delivery of food did not decrease behavior, but actually 
increased it. 
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* I created a template for readers interested in keeping a decision 
journal. It is included as part of the habit journal at 
atomichabits.com/journal. 
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* You can see my previous Annual Reviews at 
jamesclear.com/annual-review. 
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* You can see my previous Integrity Reports at 
jamesclear.com/integrity. 
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* Sorites is derived from the Greek word sorós, which means heap 
or pile. 
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